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What makes Kolkata’'s Rahul Saraf,
who is building the Atmosphere
showpiece, one of the most creative
real estate visionaries of India?
Mudar Patherya and Radhika Bansal
interview the man - on himself
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A designed image of the 55-5toréye‘d Atmosphere being constructed on
the EM Bypass adjacent to Science City.




A part of the 12,000 sq ft permanent gallery inside Forum on Elgin Road showcasing the premium residential project of Atmosphere, weighing three tonnes

What makes Rahul Saraf ‘Rahul
Saraf’?

Definitely not a desire to be different for the sake of
being different! What makes me ‘me’ is that I love
what I do. It is the realisation that my work will live
beyond my existence. And it is a matter of pride —
call it izzat - that I must create something that will
make people say ‘Must have been a visionary who
built it!” I will go to the extent of saying that if I were
an FMCG producer what I would have created would
have been consumed and vanished; what builders
produce is consumed and still exists for people to
appreciate. So how could I not be passionate?!

How does one connect the dots
backwards?

I completed only six months of college (St Xavier’s B.
Com). On paper, there would have been no hope for
me but something fortuitous happened. The family
began to work on the Infinity IT project in Salt Lake
with partners. Initially we had farmed the project out
to a Singapore company to design and build. This
Singapore company needed a techno-feasibility study
to ascertain turnkey project costs and timelines.
They needed to do so through Indian eyes and the
partners selected me to be that interface. In turn,
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I was required to understand their operational
workflow (project management, timelines, quality,
checks and balances). That was where I completed by
graduation!

In what way?

In those days, building a ten-storey building in

India took three years. The Singaporeans built
70-storeyed towers in 18 months. Their Republic
Plaza (1.5 million sq ft) in the central business
district was built within a year-and-a-half. In another
project, they built four basements with a mall and
office tower above with the basement wall kissing
the metro tunnel through a ‘top-down’ approach.
Mind blowing. The irony was that after a year, the
Singapore company concluded that Kolkata wouldn't
be able to absorb their costs. They exited and our
partners concluded that we - the Sarafs — should
assume the role of the turnkey contractor since I had
already absorbed most of the Singaporean practices.
And that is how we graduated from financial
partners to vendors while building Infinity, India’s
first IT Park at that time.

In what way was Infinity different?
This is a relevant question because today one may
not be able to appreciate what we brought to the




city in the early Nineties. Infinity was one of India’s
first buildings connected with an optical fibre. We
were more than a regular office building; we were an
‘intelligent’ building. Our building automation was
managed by Johnson Controls. Infinity was the first
building in India with a reflective glass facade. Metal
cladding was used for the first time in our property.
‘We may have been small; but we were already
different.

What factors contributed to
this ‘difference’?
A number of ‘rules’ that one internalised.

Rule 1: Build for yourself. From the
beginning, ours was a ‘build-to-lease’
model, which made it imperative to build
non-fatigue properties to earn attractive
rents over time. When one builds to own,
you treat the asset like an investment,
which enhances quality.

Rule 2: Enunciate your purpose. Real estate was

our in-house asset management fund. All our

cash surpluses usually went into building rentable
properties that would generate sustainable revenues.
Since we were not from the sector, we had a
differentiated perspective for each project.

Rule 3: Grow the market. We had no time for
competing in the same space. Early on, we resolved
that we would try and do something different that
would grow the market rather than fight for market
share. We would create the first Mercedes in our
segment than accessorise a Fiat.

Rule 4: Remember that this is an asset business.
The great M S Oberoi indicated that the hospitality
business was essentially a Balance Sheet-influenced
business, not a profit and loss-driven one. Simply
because the cumulative profits of Oberoi year-
on-year would never match the increase in the
appreciation of the properties. The result was that
we sold only as much of the building to recover
our investment and put the rest on rent to generate
sustainable surpluses, which in turn became the seed
capital for our prospective projects.

Rule 5: Stay relevant over time. The big question was:

When the building is completed, loans repaid and
the business is 100 percent yours, will the property
still be relevant? Take Technopolis for instance,

“I see the 9 km Parama-
Maidan flyover starting a
tectonic shift: there is a huge
arbitrage opportunity on
both ends of the flyover for
just a seamless seven minute

difference.”

which was built 10 years after Infinity. During those
ten years, Kolkata had completed 400,000 sq ft of
additional IT space whereas we decided to build
6,00,000 sq ft in a fifth of the time (15 months). We
leased 100 percent at rentals 30 percent higher than

DLF because we created a ‘Green Building’ - first in
India, first in the world certified with United Nations
to earn carbon credits - that would endure.

Rule 6: Sell a piece of your mind, not boxes. I always
try and build something that makes my
heart beat rise a little each time I cross

it. For instance, Atmosphere took us 18
months just to design this project. You've
got to burn, burn and burn. You keep
reconvening till you solve one problem and
create two new ones!

A slightly different question. A
question mark hangs over the
Kolkata real estate scenario. How do
you see it from your position?

Once the mood of Kolkata changes, as it must when
the economy looks up, the biggest opportunity sits
right here in this city. I see the 9 km Parama-Maidan
flyover starting a tectonic shift: there is a huge
arbitrage opportunity on both ends of the flyover for
just a seamless seven minute difference. As a result, I
foresee the EM Bypass entering a phase of long-term
upward correction, which will define the rest of the
real estate sector’s growth in the city.

What is your goal?

I keep going back to see the Republic Plaza building.
It still looks younger and cleaner compared to
everything new I have done in my life. That I haven’t
been able to replicate it here bothers me. So there

are still a lot of dreams to be achieved. Empire State
Building (all of 102 storeys) was made in stone in

36 months and today is the greenest building in
Manhattan. Its beauty lies in its ability to retrofit
itself to the contemporary and stay relevant. These
are some of the things that excite me. Money is the
fuel of life but where you're taking the car matters! So
my dream is to market experiences to my buyers that
will remain with them for a lifetime.
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ATMOSPHERE.

India’s first equivalent of a Mercedes in the luxury residential vertical

here are
residential
projects,
there are
luxury residential
projects and there is
Atmosphere.

Probably the most complex
residential project being
undertaken anywhere in Asia
- or world - today. “A number
of people ask me to describe
Atmosphere,” says Rahul Saraf,
promoter, “and the easiest

way to do so is by telling them
that if Marina Bay Sands —
probably the most defining
real estate project in Singapore
- is private jet on a tarmac,
then Atmosphere is an Airbus
380 suspended in the sky on
two balls and long columns.
Without sounding dramatic

it would be fair to say that

this kind of construction has
probably never been attempted
anywhere in the world”

UNIQUE

So what makes Atmosphere
unique from an engineering
perspective? A number of
features: the community club
in the sky comprises 2,700
tons of fabricated steel; this

entire weight will be fabricated,

erected and suspended on

bearings; a single piece of
nearly 470 tons will be lifted to
100 m; the project will entail
around 450 tons of temporary
steel work to facilitate erection.
And making all this a reality
will be the best complement of
international competencies: a
Malaysian company fabricating
and lifting the bridge, the
facade cladding and design
engineering done in Germany;,
while bearings being designed
and imported from the US.

‘REDEFINE
ARCHITECTURE IN
INDIA

So the big question: can

this enrich Kolkata? Saraf

is confident that this could
‘redefine architecture in India’
A number of people view
residential apartments as an
aggregation of boxes; the word
‘icon’ does not figure in the
treatment. “Atmosphere could
be a huge contribution in terms
of next generation buildings,”
he says. “People will not only
build to sell; they will build to
create icons that endure”

So what did Saraf propose

for Atmosphere? “Our

design engineering brief was
simple: Luxury residential
condominium with an IT Park
backbone for services and a

five-star resort setting on top.
If we achieved this, we knew
that the project would become
iconic”

At the heart of the project is

a commitment to fine detail.
Eight different apartment types,
for one, ranging from 6-8,000
sq ft. Double floor duplexes
(32) with private lift lobbies.
Single floor villas (48) with
landscaped terraces up to 500
sq ft.

JEWEL IN THE CROWN
And the jewel is the crown of
the property comprising three
terrace gardens, swimming
pool and a canopy - a five
storey steel structure. “This

is really what will make
Atmosphere the talk of the
country; says Saraf. “The
moment you have a 5-storey
trellis lit from the bottom with
trees and shadows, that will be
experiencing height in the true

”

sense!

But what makes this project
special is that in addition

to its imposing fagade and
engineering excellence, there
are a number of facilities that
make everyday living a cruise.
“For instance, you won't require
a washing machine if you're

a resident at Atmosphere,”

says Saraf. “I was tortured by

the thought that even as we
had designed an international
showpiece, residents would
start drying their sarees from
their balconies. So we invested
in a first-rate laundry service at
a fifth of the cost of the normal
dry cleaning. This is just one
of the many facilities we have
here. You name it and we

provide it at your doorstep.”

EXTENDING THE
SERVICE

The service also extends

to assisting residents in
doing up their interiors.
“Today most people want

to buy their furniture from
abroad, especially China. At
Atmosphere, we will offer
residents a unique facility:
should they fly to China, we
identify vendors who provide
world-class quality at attractive
prices; they can select what
they like, we activate our
purchasing department to

act as the sourcing agent-
contractor-purchasing agent-
supervisor. We leverage our
existing relationships with
these vendors to generate
discounts as high as 55 percent!
As a result, Atmosphere is
not just brick and mortar,

it will be a service; it is not
just a building, it will be an
experience”

ATMOSPHERE e 3 acres (130,730 sq ft] e Next to Science City o 35 storeys with a 5-storey crown (penthouse)
e Two towers (500 ft high, 165 ft apart] e 80 villas (32 double floor villas and 48 single floor villas) e Size range:
6,000-8,750 sq ft e Private landscaped garden with each villa (200-1,500 sq ft] ® Exclusive residents’ club: Three-

dimensional jigsaw puzzle at 400 ft (spanning four levels) ¢ Number of elevators: 43 e Automated car washing

and polishing bay
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THE ATMOSPHERE GALLERY.
REVOLUTIONISING THE
BUYING EXPERIENCE.

Most real estate builders market a
residential apartment on the basis of a
show flat.

However, Atmosphere with eight
different apartment types could not
have created eight different sample
apartments. So the management did
something unique within its sector;
it created a permanent

gallery (12,000 sq ft) to

market its property.

“At Atmosphere, we
recognised that the

lady of the house -

who has a critical

say in the decision

- needs references to
understand a sense of
space,” explains Rahul
Saraf. “The result is that
every dimension in the
gallery is linked to some
dimension within the
actual apartment. For
instance, the marble
platform in our gallery
is exactly the size of the
living room! As a result,
we market an experience
and not an apartment.
Which is why in our
brochure, we don’t have
any dimensions on the
floor plans; we have a
scale with the feet measure marked
on it”

The heart of the gallery is the
architectural model. This ‘doll house’
weighs 2 tons. A team from China
flies in every quarter to maintain the
apartments.

FINDING ONE’S BEARINGS!

The bearings that Atmosphere will
sit on would be the size of a bedroom
- 2.4m by 2.7m and 1.8h. Movable in
any direction. So that in the event of
an earthquake, the towers may sway
but remain absolutely safe.
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